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Ben Brick, Collection Processing Manger
Omaha Public Library

ABSTRACT
The author provides an overview of an upper-level undergraduate course on library history he has created
and taught at a small Bible college. He reviews the lessons learned from the experience as well as the
opportunities this course provided for information literacy instruction.

Introduction
One may ask, why teach library history? To answer this question, some background
should be given. Several years ago, the author approached Grace University’s
Curriculum Committee and proposed a new undergraduate course on the history
of libraries. Following discussion among the intrigued committee members, approval
was readily granted.
Three reasons fueled the request to offer this course. First and most practically, it
would afford an opportunity for the author to teach an undergraduate college course,
providing him extended time in classroom instruction. As an academic librarian,
there is opportunity to speak to a number of classes about the library, instructing
students on the use of the library’s resources. But such opportunities are one-time
affairs, and rarely allow for substantive student-instructor interaction. Teaching this
course on library history provided the appealing prospect of experiencing what the
teaching faculty undergoes over the course of a semester, from syllabus preparation
and grading to getting to know and engage with students on a personal level.
Second, most undergraduate students are in need of elective courses. When a new
semester schedule is released, students scan the offerings for a diversion from their
chosen course of study. A course on library history stood out from the usual options
and provided something new and different for students to take that would meet a
general elective requirement. A small number of risk-taking students have opted to
take this course over the years.
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The last reason for teaching this course was the impetus it would provide the author
to dig deeper into the topic of library history. There is a vast array of information
available on the development of libraries over the course of millennia. Librarians
would be edified to learn more about how their profession arose. Librarians and the
work of librarians transcend civilizations and technologies.

Course Description and Objectives
The following course description offers prospective students an overview of what
to expect:
A survey of the development of libraries and related institutions, from antiquity
to the modern period. The development of the book, literacy, and the library’s
impact in society will be examined, as well as the place of libraries in church
history.
The history of libraries does not exist in a vacuum.The histories of literacy, printing,
the book, and publishing all intersect with that of libraries, which are explored as the
class progresses. Because Grace University is a Christian university operating in the
Bible college model, intersections with the Bible and church history are highlighted
as well. For example, in their study of ancient libraries, students are taken to chapter
36 of the Book of Jeremiah in the Old Testament, a story that takes place in the
scribal offices located in the Jewish temple and the royal palace. This account helps
to illustrate that in the ancient Near East the most common place to find libraries,
in the form of scribal archives, were in temples and palaces (Casson, 2001).
Moving beyond the course description, there are four course objectives. These
objectives help guide the assessment of the class. The first objective is that the
student might trace the history of libraries from its beginning to the present. This
relatively straightforward objective is measured primarily through the mid-term
examination and the comprehensive final examination. The second objective is that
the student might demonstrate an understanding of the origin and development
of the modern library. This is achieved by orienting the students to the university’s
library to help them understand how it functions so they may maximize their use of
the library.This objective is measured through the comprehensive final examination,
as well as through a number of article reviews.The third objective is that the student
might evidence the ability to perform research. The goal here is training students to
locate and evaluate the information they need. This significant information literacy
component is demonstrated and measured through the research paper. The final
objective is that the student might display increased proficiency in reading and
writing skills. This basic literacy skill is one which every student can continually
improve. This final objective is measured through the article reviews, the quizzes on
the readings, and the research paper. Note that the last two objectives are concerned
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with general aspects of academics, including information literacy.While common to
many courses at Grace University, these were important objectives to emphasize in
this course as well.

Textbook
The textbook used for the class has been The Story of Libraries: From the Invention of
Writing to the Computer Age (second edition) by Fred Lerner. This textbook offers
a thorough introduction to the history of libraries. While it primarily focuses on
western civilization, it does give attention to Asian and Middle Eastern libraries as
well. It is also fairly brief and concise in its presentation, as well as quite readable.
Its shortcomings are that it fails to address African or Latin American archival and
library history.This lacuna is addressed in the lectures over the course of the semester.
New texts are always being reviewed for this course. Additional reading for the
students includes the most recently added A Social History of Books and Libraries from
Cuneiform to Bytes by Patrick Valentine. This book spans the whole range of library
history, though it is rather abbreviated in many areas, particularly earlier library
history. Among its shortcomings is readability. In fact, it would appear it began as
the author’s lecture notes for a class, so it calls for a bit more concentration to
comprehend the text. However,Valentine does a fine job addressing the more recent
developments in library history, so the section on the impact of computers upon
libraries was assigned.

Course Content Overview
The History of Libraries course begins with the development of archives and writing
in Mesopotamia. From there, the focus shifts to Egypt and the use of papyrus, then
to Greece, and then on to Rome. Of course, the Library of Assurbanipal, the Library
of Alexandria, the Pergamene Library, among other major ancient libraries, are given
special attention. The development of parchment, paper, and the codex are covered.
The libraries in China and the Far East, the Indian subcontinent, and Islamic archives
and libraries are examined. As mentioned above, Africa and the Americas are also
brought into the survey of library history. Special note is made of the libraries in
Timbuktu, located in modern-day Mali.
Moving beyond ancient libraries, the course turns to the monastic scriptoria, the rise
of medieval universities and their libraries, and on to the revolutionary Gutenberg
press. This all leads to the explosion of print and the publishing industry across
Europe and into North America. The technological innovations in printing over
the course of the Industrial Revolution are addressed. Attention is given to the
various types of libraries that developed in Europe and the United States, such as the
subscription library, the social library, the parish library, and Sunday school libraries.
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The formation of academic and public libraries, as well as school and special libraries,
are then studied.The course describes the development of professional organizations,
such as the American Library Association. The contributions of Andrew Carnegie
and Melvil Dewey are also highlighted. The course concludes with an overview of
where libraries and the publishing industry are today, with electronic formats, the
Internet, and the dwindling budgets that many libraries face. This overview also
includes the development of electronic indexing as well as the development of the
Internet and modern search engines. This is especially useful in helping students
understand how the Internet and Google came to be.
Throughout the course, especially as the rise of the modern library is covered, the
philosophical underpinnings of librarianship are discussed.This brings in topics such
as the Library Bill of Rights and S. R. Ranganathan’s laws of library science. The
topic has proven to be fascinating, and the students so far have evidenced interest.
The primary assignments for the course are designed to supplement the textbook
and lectures, as well as to measure the students’ ability to meet the course objectives.
The article reviews are selected to complement the topics being covered.The articles
assigned are challenging enough that the students are stretched in their reading
comprehension. This is intended to help them to grow in this area of literacy.
The research paper puts the students’ research and writing skills to the test. It also
allows additional opportunity to instruct students on how to locate and evaluate
resources. The topics that students have chosen have tended toward more modern
subjects with which they are familiar, though the Library of Alexandria has also
proven popular. The personal library project is designed as a method of taking the
content of the course and making it personal to the student. For most students, a
common concept of a library is a building filled with books. In history, archives
and libraries were often much smaller collections. Today, libraries are much more
than books. So this assignment requires the student to develop a catalog of at least
a portion of the resources (books, CDs, DVDs, etc.) in their personal collections.
This enables the students to begin to recognize what libraries are in a broader sense.
It also introduces them to the concept of cataloging by requiring some level of
categorization and description of the items in their collection.

Integrating Information Literacy
Information literacy instruction is a key component of this course. As mentioned
above, the readings for this class are intended to get the students out of their comfort
zones and stretch their reading comprehension abilities. It is surprising how much
undergraduate students struggle with this. The research paper requires the students
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to use their information literacy skills. There is a minimum number of required
sources that must be scholarly in nature.This challenges the students to do more than
a cursory Google search. It is recommended that students examine bibliographies of
sources they find to locate additional sources for their papers.
The course content, particularly as the development of the modern library is
studied, introduces the students to the various areas of the library and provides a
basic understanding of the library’s operations. Besides library processes, students are
also introduced to the development of computer databases and the search methods
that came along with them. The intention is to aid students in understanding how
the information in the library came to be organized as it is and how search engines
came to function as they do. This insight can be helpful in determining how their
search results were formulated based upon their search terms.

Lessons Learned
The experience of teaching a class over the course of a semester proved strikingly
similar to what had been shared by other faculty members.While it was unnecessary
to go through this process to confirm these accounts, it was beneficial to have
done this in order to empathize more fully with colleagues’ complaints regarding
late assignments and the inattentiveness of students, as well as the reports of elation
when a student understood the topic being taught. In addition, regarding student
reading levels, this experience verified what is often shared anecdotally. One student
had commented on the number of words that he did not understand in a particular
article, which thus made much of the article incomprehensible to him. Situations like
this were opportunities to help the students grow in their literacy, by recommending
that problems like this might be overcome easier through the use of a dictionary.
While this may not solve everything, it can help.
Another lesson learned is the need to be clear in expressing expectations and very
specific in what is required for the course. Assumptions cannot be made about what
the student understands to be quality research.The hope is that what is being taught
in freshman composition courses is actually being learned and practiced by the
students, but this is not always the case. In addition, and maybe not surprisingly,
despite reviewing the assignments at the beginning of the course, and periodically
reminding students of upcoming assignments, the majority of the work is delayed
until a day or two before the due date for the assignment.With regard to the research
paper, it may be necessary to build some checkpoints into the semester to require
certain amounts of the research to be completed and submitted for review prior to
the deadline for the entire paper.
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Grading may be seen by some as doling out punishment or rewards, based upon
performance. But it is ideally a tool for instruction of the students.The article review
assignments provided the best opportunity for this. As the semester progressed, the
level of comprehension and quality of writing usually improved in response to the
grading and comments on earlier assignments.
These all may seem like simple and obvious lessons that did not require teaching
a semester-long course in order to learn. But they were valuable nonetheless and
can lead to approaching library instructional time a bit differently. It is important to
be clear about expectations and to communicate them in such a way that students
understand them. When possible, assigning work that students can complete and
have graded can prove valuable in teaching information literacy effectively.The time
allotted for most classes is insufficient for in-class assignments, but there are ways
to have the students turn in work later and have it graded, possibly even as part
of the course. There are also ways to track and assess student assignments at the
beginning and at the end of their academic careers to measure growth in the area
of information literacy.

Conclusion
Overall, the opportunity for an academic librarian to experience extended time
in the classroom with students was enlightening and valuable. If one’s institution is
amenable to the idea, teaching a course related to the field of library science can be
rewarding as well as useful in training students to become more information literate.
For this librarian, the means to this end was library history.
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